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As soon as World War II ended, the United States and the

Soviet Union began a struggle for supremacy. It was against the backdrop of
the Cold War that the threat of internal subversion and external attack began

to preoccupy Congress. On February 9,

1950, Senator Joseph McCarthy gave a

speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, where he claimed to have in his possession
information proving that more than 200 employees in the State Department were
Communist Party members. This began a campaign during which McCarthy
continued to make accusations about communist activity within the executive

branch. His 1954 probe of the U.S. Army, televised naticnally,

led to his

downfall. The featured primary source document, a telegram from Senator

McCarthy to President Truman, was sent to the President on February 11,

1950.

This lesson also includes Truman's reply (probably not sent). The lesson
relates to the interaction between the executive and legislative branches
dealing with the nation's security and acts that may be determined to be
treason (Article III, Section 3, Paragraph 1). It correlates to the National
History Standards and to the National Standards for Civics and Government.
The lesson provides historical background (four resources); and suggests
diverse teaching activities for classroom implementation, including document
analysis, research and class discussion, compare and contrast, and extension

activities. (BT)

Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made

from the original document.
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Constitutional Connection

This lesson relates to the interaction between the executive and legislative branches
dealing with the security of our nation and acts that may be determined to be treason

(Article III, Section 3, Paragraph 1).

This lesson correlates to the National History Standards.

Era 9 -Postwar United States (1945 to early 1970s)

o Standard 3A -Demonstrate understanding of the political debates of the post-

World War II era.

This lesson correlates to the National Standards for Civics and

Government.

Standard III.C.1. -Explain why certain provisions of the Constitution result in tensions

among the three branches of government.

Cross-curricular Connections

Share this exercise with your history, government, and language arts colleagues.



List of Documents

1. Telegram from Senator Joseph McCarthy to President Harry S. Truman.
(page 1) (page 2) (page 3) (page 4) (page 5) (page 6)

2. Telegram reply of President Harry S. Truman (probably unsent)

Historical Background

On February 9, 1950, Senator Joseph McCarthy stepped into the spotlight of national
attention with a speech given at Wheeling, West Virginia. McCarthy was nearing the end
of his first term as senator and needed a big issue to energize his run for a second term.
Holding up a piece of paper, he claimed to have in his possession information proving
that more than 200 employees in the State Department were card-carrying members of
the Communist Party. The charge--never substantiated--grabbed headlines at a time when
friction with the Soviet Union and fear of communist subversion were growing in the
country.

Fear of communism had existed since the 19th century but did not merit congressional
investigation until after the Bolshevik Revolution and the close of World War L In
response to the "Red Scare” of 1919 a special Senate committee was convened. During
the decade of the 1930s, governments adopted new and experimental techniques to
combat the economic ravages of the Great Depression. Communist state economic
planning, as well as certain Nazi and fascist economic measures, appealed to some
desperate Americans. Some of the experimental programs of Roosevelt's New Deal
fostered concerns that the federal government was falling under communist direction.
These suspicions and fears led to the creation of a series of temporary House and Senate
committees to investigate subversive threats to the government.

During World War II the United States and the Soviet Union were allies, but as soon as
the war ended the two superpowers began to struggle against each other for supremacy. It
was against the backdrop of this "Cold War" that the threat of internal subversion and
external attack began to preoccupy Congress. Anticommunism dominated the political
debates of the immediate post-World War II-era. The House Un-American Activities
Committee (HUAC), established in 1938 to monitor disloyalty to the United States
government, was made a permanent committee in 1945. Postwar HUAC investigators
probed whether Communists and sympathizers to communism had played an active role
in the labor movement, the movie industry, and the executive departments of the federal
government.

In 1948, before the HUAC, professed-Communist Whittaker Chambers accused former
high-ranking State Department official Alger Hiss of espionage during the 1930s. State
Department and other high-level administration officials publicly defended Hiss in his
denial of the charges. Then Chambers led investigators to a pumpkin patch where
microfilmed secret State Department documents were hidden. The media-charged
proceedings that followed and the 1950 conviction of Hiss on charges of perjury (the



merits of the case are still debated today) linked Communist activity and high
government officials in the minds of many Americans. This case further fueled the
anticommunist hysteria in the nation.

During the weeks before McCarthy delivered his Wheeling speech, China had fallen to
the Communists and the Soviet Union had tested an atomic bomb. With Alger Hiss's
perjury conviction and the confession of Klaus Fuchs, a physicist on the Manhattan
Project, to having delivered atomic secrets to the Soviet Union, it was clear that
government security had been compromised. Particularly disturbing to average citizens
was the Soviet Union's new atomic capability. Fearful Americans began to view all
communists as traitors to our country. The stage was set for the freshman senator from
Wisconsin.

Senator McCarthy was placed on the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations
of the Senate Committee on Governmental Operations and became its chairman in 1953.
At the time of his chairmanship, the jurisdiction of the subcommittee was principally the
investigation of waste, inefficiency, impropriety, and illegality of government operations.
McCarthy manipulated the workings of the new committee to continue sweeping
accusations of communist activity in the executive branch. His 1954 probe of the U.S.
Army lead to his downfall. The Army-McCarthy hearings were televised nationally, and
the public recoiled from McCarthy's bullying tactics. He was censured by the Senate and
died in 1957.

The featured document, a telegram from Senator Joseph R. McCarthy to President Harry
S. Truman, was sent to the president on February 11, 1950, two days after the Wheeling
speech. Also included is Truman's reply (probably unsent). In this telegram to the
president, Senator McCarthy repeats his assertion that he had the names of 57
Communists who were working in the State Department and called upon the President to
provide Congress with a full accounting of Communist infiltration of the Department,
including the role of alleged Communist spy Alger Hiss in protecting security risks. In an
undated (and apparently unsent) reply, the President stated that McCarthy was not fit to
serve in the U.S. government, adding that the people of Wisconsin must be very sorry to
be represented in the Senate by such a person.

Resources

Educational Units

National Archives and Sirs, Inc., The Truman Years 1945-1953
National Archives and Sirs, Inc., Peace and Prosperity 1953-1961
Books

Manchester, William. Glory and the Dream: A Narrative History of the United States
1932-1972. New York: Bantam, 1974.

(9}



Rosenberg, Norman L. and Rosenberg, Emily S., In Our Times: America Since World
War II . Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1991.

Teaching Activities
Document Analysis

1. Divide the document into two separate parts: pages 1-5 of the telegram and page 6.
First, distribute pages 1-5 to students. Read the document with the class paying special
attention to the meaning of the following vocabulary as they pertain to the telegram:
"fellow traveler," bed-fellow, McCarthyism, "guilt by association," "secret denunciation,"
blacklisting, browbeating, "point of order."

After reading pages 1-5, ask students what they think motivated McCarthy to send this
telegram. Record the results of this discussion on the board (might place focus on
patriotism and hatred of communism).

Next, distribute page 6 of the telegram and instruct students to read independently. Ask
students whether it suggests any different motivations, and add the new suggestions to the
list on the board.

Ask students to write a brief response to McCarthy's telegram as though they were
President Truman. Ask student volunteers to read their letter to the class.

(Note: a copy of President Truman's unsent response is in Document 2.)
Research and Class Discussion

2. Ask students to research the McCarthy hearings to determine the following: time frame
of hearings, how they were broadcast, how the press reacted, and how the American
people reacted in light of the Korean Conflict and the Cold War, and the work of
investigative reporters like Edward R. Murrow and Fred Friendly (CBS). Instruct
students to report their findings in a class discussion.

3. Remind students that the featured document was a telegram and the hearings were
broadcast by radio and early television, as well as covered by the press. Lead the class in
a discussion using the following questions: Would McCarthy have had as big an impact if
he had lived in the 1750s, an era with only limited press coverage, when exchanges

would have been by the slow postal service? What impact might McCarthy have in
today's information-saturated age, with CNN, cable and broadcast television, faxes, e-
mail, and the Internet?

Direct students to discuss Edward R. Murrow's investigative journalism, especially his
1952 expose on the vicious practices of McCarthy and the work of the CBS team Murrow
and Friendly on "See It Now," a forerunner of today's program "60 Minutes."



Compare and Contrast

4. Divide students into small groups of 4-5. Assign each group a different instance when
political, racial, or ethnic minorities were persecuted by government officials. Examples
include the 1692 Salem witch trials, Reconstruction-era vigilantism, and post-WWI
events, such as the Red Scare, Sacco-Vanzetti trial, and revival of the Ku Klux Klan.
Direct students to use library and Internet resources to determine when their instance
occurred, how many people were involved, what persecution techniques were used, and
what historians today say were the causes and results. Construct a chart on the board
labeled with these categories and ask a representative from each group to complete the
chart with the information they obtained. Lead a class discussion in which students
identify similarities and differences.

Class Discussion

5. Inform the students that President Eisenhower eventually used executive privilege and
constitutional protections deriving from the principle of "separation of powers" to curtail
McCarthy. As the Army-McCarthy hearings approached in 1954, President Eisenhower
wrote the secretary of defense:

"Because it is essential to efficient and effective administration that employees of
the Executive Branch be completely candid in advising each other on official
matters, and because it is not in the public interest that any of their conversations
or communications, or any documents or reproductions concerning such advice be
disclosed, you will instruct employees of your Department that in all of their
appearances before the Subcommittee of the Senate Committee on Government
Operations regarding the inquiry now before it they are not to testify to any such
conversations or communications or to produce any such documents or
reproduction.”

Explain to students that later presidents, including Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and
Bill Clinton, had difficulty in maintaining claims of executive privilege for members of
the executive branch during congressional hearings.

Discuss the following questions with students:

a. Was Eisenhower correct in ordering Army officers not to testify before McCarthy?

b. Do you think that Nixon's, Reagan's, and Clinton's problems associated with executive
privilege claims were related to the opposition party's having control of Congress?

c. In what other instances in history has political control had a strong impact on decisions
that have had such a strong effect on the American public?

Extension Activities
6. Assign students to research and report on one of the following:

a. The relationship between President Truman and Senator McCarthy from the time of the
telegram until Truman left office in 1953.



b. The effects of the McCarthy "witch hunt" on the life of a famous American who was
blacklisted following investigation.

c. The relationship between McCarthyism and Arthur Miller's play The Crucible.
Collaborate with a language arts colleague to develop interdisciplinary activities on this
topic.

The document included in this project is from the Harry S. Truman Library. It is available
online through the National Archives Information Locator (NAIL)
[http://www.nara.gov/nara/nail.html] database, control number NLT-PSF-19500211.
NAIL is a searchable database that contains information-about a wide variety of NARA
holdings across the country. You can use NAIL to search record descriptions by
keywords or topics and retrieve digital copies of selected textual documents,
photographs, maps, and sound recordings related to thousands of topics.

This article was written by Tom Gray, a teacher at DeRuyter Central Middle School in
DeRuyter, NY.
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T -~ My dear ‘Senator:

I read your telegram of February eleventh from j}
with a great deal of interest and this is the first &
. and I was ten years in the Senate, that I ever hexrd of a Senator trying to ‘

discredit his own Government before the wgifld, You know that isn’t done

as you have,

Sincerely yours,

[#sD]

Document 2: Truman’s Reply to McCarthy (probably unsént)
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